Abstract: Learning in a so called Learning Network is particularly attractive to selfdirected learners, who themselves decide on their learning program as well as on the timing, pace and place of their studies. However, such learners may easily become isolated, which is detrimental to their studies. Furthermore, supporting them with their studies rapidly lead to staff overload. This paper discusses of ad hoc, transient communities as a means of tackling both problems. It is argued that such communities are well poised to enhance the sociability of a Learning Network and increase learning effectiveness.
Introduction
The term 'community' in relation to professionals ('community of practice') and learners ('learning community') is used widely and, it seems, not always with due care: one gets the impression that such communities can be created at will by any sufficiently persistent designer, be it a knowledge manager or teacher. As Barab, Kling et al. (2004) have pointed out clearly, this is a mistake. To avoid falling in this trap we adopted the term 'Learning Network', which we define as an ensemble of people, institutions and learning resources which are mutually connected through and supported by information and communication technologies such that the network self-organizes to gives rise to effective, efficient and attractive lifelong learning. A Learning Network thus is a mere incipient community. Importantly also, a Learning Networks takes the self-directedness of the learner as its starting point, rather than as an element in a design based on particular instructional principles (Squires, 1999) . This is why learners are allowed to create their own learning activities and learning plans, and share them with peers and institutions (Koper and Sloep, 2002; Koper et al, 2005. Learning Networks thus conceived are not without problems. Without a proper supportstructure, learner self-directedness easily degrades into learner isolation. Learners who do not feel socially embedded will not flourish, to the detriment of their academic achievements and their perception of academic life. In general, individual success or failure on a learning activity depends on the extent to which learners perceive themselves as participants of a community (Wegerif, 1998) . Self-directed learners are also likely to make extensive demands on tutors as their collective heterogeneity will lead to a great variety of tutoring requests. This tends to increase the tutor workload. Ravitz, 1997 fide Fox and MacKeogh, 2003; Rumble, 2001 ). According to De Vries, et al. (2005) teachers in online and blended learning environments consider initiating, receiving and answering questions of students time-consuming. Hence, for Learning Networks to be successful learning communities, it is imperative to implement techniques that enhance a student's learning process and yet do not increase the workload of tutors (Fox and MacKeogh, 2003) .
In this paper, we propose that p eer tutoring in ad hoc transient co m m unities will both enhance the social embedding of learners in a Learning Network and keep the tutor load within bounds. Peer tutoring is a form of cooperative learning (Griffin and Griffin, 1998) , the term ad hoc transient community we coined ourselves to denote smaller communities within a larger whole that fulfil a specific learning related goal and exist for a limited period of time (more on this later). To make our case, we first identify six generally desirable characteristics of community building and peer tutoring. We then detail our proposal for community building though peer tutoring in ad hoc transient communities. To assess the value of our proposal, we discuss to what extent it fits the desirable characteristics of community learning and peer tutoring.
2
Learning Communities and Peer Tutoring
Learning Communities
According to Wenger and collaborators (2002) , learning communities are groups of people who acquire new knowledge through cooperation and collaboration. To meet with success, a learning community depends on its social space, its member characteristics, and the characteristics of the community as a whole. An effective social space is characterised by affective work relationships, strong group cohesiveness, trust, respect, belonging and satisfaction (Kreijns, 2004; Nichani, 2001; Rovai, 2002) . Through social interaction social spaces emerge. Social interaction occurs if learners: (i) are likely to meet again in the future (continuity), (ii) are able to identify each other (recognisability) and (iii) know how any other person has behaved in the past (history). If individuals seldom meet, they are very much tempted to behave selfishly. This also occurs if individuals are not identifiable and no history of a person's behaviour is available (Kollock, 1998) .
The characteristics of the people in the community matter too. First, people differ with regard to their experience with communities. Often, students are divided in veterans and 'newbies'. According to Brown (2001) , veterans show good community behaviour. They are supportive, encourage peers, share knowledge and experiences, reflect on past learning, and sustain friendships and/or acquaintances begun earlier. Newbies depend much less on other group members and are reluctant to invoke tutor help. Veterans are inclined to do their 'duty' in the beginning but after a while tend to restrict their communication to veterans only. This hinders community building (Brown, 2001 ).
Veterans therefore need incentives to continue to interact with newbies.
Second, most people are trend-followers; however, it is the trendsetters that make the difference. Nichani (2001) describes three types of trendsetters: connectors, mavens and salesmen. Connectors form the 'social glue' of a community; they are very sociable and attentive and have a talent for making friends. Mavens are the information experts who collect information and tell others about it. Salesmen are persuaders, they are inclined to reach out to the unconvinced and persuade them to join the community.
Finally, according to Preece et al. (2004) participants of online newsgroups differ in their inclination to either lurk or post in a community. Lurkers belong to a community but never post in it. Posters and lurkers are attracted to a community for the same reasons.
However, posters feel their needs are better met, perceive more benefit and feel a greater sense of membership than lurkers. Posters do not necessarily regard lurkers as inferior members. But both Preece and Weber agree that without a critical mass of posters, no community will ever thrive (Preece et al., 2004; Weber, 2004) .
Communities are characterised by boundaries, rules, monitoring possibilities and sanctioning mechanisms (Kollock and Smith, 1996; Koper, et al., 2004) . By means of clearly defined boundaries, communities protect the collective good to outsiders and encourage ongoing interaction. Communities also have a set of rules that govern the use of common resources and point out who is responsible for producing and maintaining the collective goods. By monitoring each other's actions in a community, community members see whether their fellow members comply with these rules. Aberrant behaviour is mostly controlled by informal mechanism but sometimes more firm measures, as severe as banishment from the group, are taken. So, monitoring and sanctioning are important facilitators of cooperative relations (Kollock and Smidt, 1996) .
Peer Tutoring
Fox and MacKeogh (2003) compared peer tutoring to face-to-face tutoring. According to their findings, online tutors do not necessarily spend more time on tutoring than face-toface tutors. More importantly, both groups achieved the same learning outcomes. Peer tutoring, furthermore, has the beneficial effect that it provides learners with a reciprocal social support system (Fantuzzo et al., 1989) . Academic productivity peaks when the performance of group members is transparent and quantifiable to all other group members (Slavin, 1995) . Also, learners who engage in peer tutoring are more satisfied with academic life; they are more intrinsically motivated and more engaged with the learning environment; they perceive their learning experience more positively, and experience less task-related anxiety (Fantuzzo et al., 1989) . Finally, the co-operative process stimulates reflection; the peer interaction improves self-esteem and commitment to work as well as a sense of belonging (Anderson et al., 2000) .
As a further beneficial effect, peer tutoring may also enhance learning or knowledge construction (Fantuzzo, et al., 1989; Gyanani and Pahuja, 1995; King et al., 1998; Wong et al., 2003) . Interestingly, tutors prove to benefit more from peer tutoring than do tutees, presumably because they engage in such activities as preparing to teach and, most importantly, actually to teach (Fantuzzo, et al., 1989) . -Is available to support the tutee within an acceptable timeframe (tutor availability)?
Content competency reflects the peer tutor's mastery of the content relevant for the content question. A digital portfolio or learner dossier can be used to determine this.
Tutor competency refers to the ability of a peer tutor satisfactorily to support peers who have questions with regard to content. This information could be acquired by keeping track of a user's tutoring history and by letting tutees rate peer tutors' past performance. When acquiring tutors, one should make sure to mix inexperienced, lowscoring tutors, with experienced, high-scoring ones. The content competency of a learner in a Learning Network should be visible to all members of the ad hoc transient community to assure individual accountability (Slavin, 1995) . Tutor eligibility, furthermore, is an important factor in spreading tutor responsibilities over all learners. If content and tutor competency were to be the only factors to decide who becomes a member of an ad hoc transient community, some peers will easily become overloaded whilst others will never be involved: Those who participate often are likely to become better tutors, and, assuming a roughly hierarchical organization of content, those who have progressed further will be able to answer more questions than those who have just started. To avoid this undesirable effect, only those tutors should be eligible who are in terms of content competence close to the tutee. Finally, tutor availability refers to such practical issues as actual short-term presence in the Learning Network (avoiding absence due to holidays, days off, illness, et cetera), or workload (i.e., studying for exams, past participation in the communities).
Once the peer tutors have been identified, they should start working on the answer for the content question. This is an ill-structured, collaborative process that should encourage group members each equally to contribute to a final answer (Strijbos et al., 2004) . Once the tutee is satisfied the ad hoc transient community has outlived its purpose and ceases to exist.
No technical tour de force is needed to set up and run an ad hoc transient community.
To be able at all to populate such communities with Learning Network users, their characteristics need to be stored in a digital portfolio. A relatively simple computer program suffices to compute a Learning Network user's tutor suitability. Ideally also, when asked to answer a question, tutors should not have to start from scratch but be given proto-answers derived from existing text bodies. Proto-answers should be ranked for suitability, using language technologies such as Latent Semantic Analysis (Van Bruggen et al., 2004) . Finally, a system should be available which offers tutee and tutors a collaborative workspace. It should be seeded with the proto-answers and, preferably, maintain a historical record of the changes that the participants have made. It should also be equipped with mechanisms that alert the participants to new contributions.
Systems that combine the functionalities of a wiki, for collaboration, and a blog, for alerting through some kind of RSS-based mechanism, come close to meeting these criteria.
Discussion
In the above, we argued that the self-directedness of learners in a Learning Network creates two problems. First, in so far as self-directedness leads to isolation, it negatively affects their academic achievements; second, as self-directedness probably comes with heterogeneity it increases the workload of tutors. We proposed that peer tutoring in ad hoc, transient communities, which are part of a Learning Network, would solve these problems and we discussed various characteristics that such communities then should exhibit.
Recognisability of members can be guaranteed by banning the use screen names. A historical record of user actions can easily be maintained by logging all their actions, the most significant of which become part of the user's digital portfolio; continuity of contact can thus be promoted (1). A happy mix of connectors, mavens, and salesmen, follows from heterogeneity of the Learning Network as a whole; newbies and veterans can be made to participate in ad hoc transient communities by monitoring each learner's tutoring competency (2). The way an ad hoc transient community is formed, sets a clear boundary to it. Furthermore, it obviously operates according to a clear set of rules that, since they make up the design of any ad hoc transient community, are difficult to cheat on (3). By their very design, ad hoc transient communities spread tutor workload over peers (4). Because they require tutors to collaborate on answering the tutee's question, they facilitate engagement, commitment and a sense of belonging (5). Similarly, this collaboration will also promote higher-order, academic cognitive processes (6).
In conclusion, ad hoc transient communities fulfil some of the expectations because they are designed to do so. This applies to items 1, 2, and 3 in particular. For other expectations -items 4, 5 and 6 -it is a priori likely that they will, but ultimately it is an empirical question whether they actually do. There is a literature on the notion of swift trust that lends support to item 5 (Meyerson et al. 1996; Coppola et al., 2004) .
However, for this and the other items only experiments can provide decisive answers.
